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Figure 2.2 From Pictograph to Alphabet: the diagram shows how aleph, an ox,
beth, a house, and nun or nakas, a snake, evolved into the letters A, B, N
of our alphabet.
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Stuart Piggott (ed.), Tlie Dawn of Civilization, McGraw-Hill, New York, 1961, p. 160.
These comments are, of course, highly speculative and go well beyond the limits
of historical precision with respect to the protoliterate period for which the historical
record is so limited. But they are clearly grounded in the empirical evidence that has
been dated as belonging to the later city-state period of Sumerian history for which we
now have considerable written documentation. The only question is the matter of
precise timing, a question that continues to be uncertain so long as unmistakable,
written records are unavailable.
Sumerian City-States: The Rise of the School (3000 B.C.-2500 B.C.). Building
upon the half millenium of achievement by the temple communities, a still more com-
plicated form of social organization, the city-states of Sumer, produced a remarkable
level of civilization in Lower Mesopotamia which not only influenced the neighboring
folk societies to the north, east, and west, but undoubtedly affected the rise of
civilization in Egypt, and possibly radiated as far as the civilization of the Indus
Valley. It was during this period in Sumer that the appearance of a formal system of
organized education became unmistakable. The city was in essence an association of
free groups of men who, though they consisted of differentiated classes, organized
themselves for common political and military purposes based upon territorial residence
rather than upon kinship or religion. Thus they were citizens of a city-type political
organization embracing one or more of the temple communities which had been
organized for predominantly religious and economic purposes. Each citizen apparently
belonged to one of the temples as well as to the city.
How all this came about is still far from clear, but apparently in the period
between 3000 and 2700 B.C. an occasional strong-man or war leader rose to power on
the basis of his military superiority. This semisecular king, together with his aristocra-
tic council of elders or nobles and his popular assembly of "men" or commoners,
constituted the earliest form of secular political structure that can be called a state. As
the kings came to exercise increasing political authority, they deliberately enlisted the

